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Abstract: This paper expands on the concept of existential authenticity by 
considering its scalar dimensions in the Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, “back of the 
motorbike” tourism industry. This paper has three related goals. In the first place, I 
show that the concept of existential authenticity demands a scalar component because 
of the term’s focus on the embodied, the emotional, and the interactive. These 
characteristics lend themselves to thinking about the urban dimensions of existential 
authenticity. Secondly, this paper responds to calls pushing for empirical work to be 
conducted on existential authenticity. Lastly and given the possibilities that exist at 
the intersection of scale and existential authenticity, future research paths are 
sketched.  
 


















This paper’s central purpose is to extend conceptualizations of existential 
authenticity by showcasing its scalar dimensions. While existential authenticity 
retains significant purchase in existing debates about tourist motivations and 
experiences, without clarifying how it plays out spatially we are left with a weaker 
version of the term’s currency. This problem is addressed by analyzing the 
intersection of existential authenticity and the urban scale through an examination of 
“back of the motorbike” tourism in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. This kind of tour is 
an example of existential authenticity, but it is also more than that: it is a distinctly 
urban-based interactive, emotive, and immersive experience. In its entirety this paper 
is a response to Wang’s call (1999, p. 366) for tourism studies to take up empirical 
work on existential authenticity through a scalar lens.  
The paper proceeds as follows. In the next section existential authenticity is 
assessed as it relates to recent developments in tourist-host relations. Specifically, the 
focus in the conceptual section is on the host-guest “encounter” as a driver for hosts 
and guests to attain a satisfactory interactive and multisensory experience (Cohen and 
Cohen, 2012a; Conran, 2011; 2006; Dann and Jacobsen, 2003; Gibson, 2010; Oakes, 
2006; Rose 2010). This section then expands on existential authenticity by 
introducing the importance of scale in the concept’s development. I argue that scale—
a geographic idea that can broadly be defined as representations and practices of 
reality that frame the world (see Herod, 2010)—is pivotal to understandings of 
existential authenticity because it allows for a more precise means of understanding 
how host-guest encounters unfold in and shape particular spaces (e.g., Keese, 2011; 
Silverman, 2012). In the subsequent section the tourism sector in Ho Chi Minh City is 
briefly reviewed with a concentration on the rise of “back of the motorbike” tourism 
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in the city. This section also outlines the paper’s methodological framework in which 
I draw from interviews with guides and business owners, participant observation on 
nine different tours, and web-based feedback from guests. The following empirical 
section illustrates the urban component of the back of the motorbike experience.  
Back of the motorbike tours are characterized by small groups of tourists who are 
individually matched with tour guide motorbike drivers. These driver-guides transport 
them through the city with stops at restaurants, food stalls, cultural landmarks, and 
shopping sites. The tours are popular in part because they allow foreign tourists to 
travel like urban Vietnamese do and correspondingly experience a “real” part of urban 
Vietnam. Contrasted to this, mass tourists are shuffled through a less intimate type of 
package tourism that often omits local stops and forging tourist-host relations in favor 
of detached and contextless observation of the city’s primary overseas tourist 
attractions like war sites and museums. The empirical data demonstrates that the 
“urban-ness” of the motorbike tours cannot be divorced from their experiential 
elements. This section is broken up in to three prominent dimensions of the urban 
“back of the motorbike” tour that connect with existential authenticty’s focus on the 
active, embodied, and felt: eating, food, and taste; the visual and the aural; and 
physical safety. Each of these examples express existential authenticity’s engaged and 
reciprocal encounter, something emphasized throughout the penultimate section. The 
conclusion rehashes the manuscript’s arguments and offers some suggestions for 
moving forward with a more scalar view of existential authenticity.  
Existential authenticity, the host-guest encounter, and urban scale 
Existential authenticity has become one of the foundational concepts used in 
framing tourist motivations in the social sciences (Brown, 2013; Cohen and Cohen, 
2012a; Kim and Jamal, 2007; Lew, 2011; Rickly-Boyd, 2013; 2012; Steiner and 
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Reisinger, 2006). Originally popularized by Wang (2000; 1999), existential 
authenticity follows from MacCannell’s (1976) classic treatment of the Western 
tourist’s search for authenticity. While MacCannell’s tourist was deprived through 
modernity of authentic life at home and sought it out in more “real” places outside of 
the West, tourists seeking existential authenticity demand that their tourist activities 
are able to carry them to a “special state of Being in which one is true to oneself” 
(Wang, 1999, p. 358, and see Steiner and Reisinger, 2006).  For MacCannell, the 
relocation from home to a tourist destination was enough for the tourist to search for a 
disembodied style of authenticity (and see Urry, 2002 for the ways in which the 
“Other” is constructed out of this framework). Existential authenticity, on the other 
hand, is achieved not on the basis of experiencing the site on its own but on the basis 
of the tourist and host’s ability to shape their respective identities and to find common 
ground between them in this undertaking. This encounter shapes the physical site and 
in turn the structural features of the site shape tourist-host relations. For Wang and 
others, MacCannell and Urry do not go far enough in describing authentic tourist 
experiences: going to other places to witness authenticity must be accompanied by an 
individualized “aspirational, empathetic orientation” (Gnoth and Wang, 2015, p. 171) 
to experience people, places, and interactions without judgment and on their own 
terms. Said another way, existential authenticity is marked by a demand that reality 
should be buttressed by tourism rather than manipulated, weakened, or neutralized by 
it.  
Wang describes two related accomplishments in his classification of 
existential authenticity: “bodily feelings”, or the closeness tourists feel in relating to 
and performing meaningful activities (1999, p. 361) with their hosts, and “self-
making”, or the newfound adventures that remake and challenge them (ibid., p. 363). 
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Existential authenticity is not an assessment of tourists who locate and link up with 
authentic sites, events, or activities but rather an approach to understanding tourists 
and hosts who wish to “experience the creation and reaffirmation of identity by using 
insights gathered about a different culture to understand their own place in time and 
space” (Steiner and Reisinger, 2006, p. 301). Existential authenticity may be 
achieved, for example, on the basis of gains made through host-guest relationships 
and may be irrespective of the supposed authenticity of the site visited or the activity 
undertaken (Rickly-Boyd, 2012). There are therefore philosophical underpinnings to 
existential authenticity that are guided by work from Benjamin on aura and 
authenticity (highlighted by Rickly-Boyd, 2012) and also arise out of Heidegger’s 
version of authenticity (see Steiner and Reisinger, 2006).  
 Crucially, the two pillars of experience and identity-building that make up 
Wang’s existential authenticity are generally not available to the mass tourist because 
the experience includes only hints of surprise and contestation. Mass tourism has been 
historically characterized by a shared commitment to predictability and comfort 
between host and guest (Boorstin 1962; Pons, Crang, and Travlou 2009). Moreover, 
mass tourism suggests detachment on the part of both the tourist and host toward each 
other as well as to the experiencei. There is a sense in mass tourism that tourists wish 
to be performed “for” while hosts are working as performers for the tourist and thus 
are unable to relax or find common emotional ground with their guests (see Oakes, 
2006). On the other hand, existential authenticity is shaped by bodily struggles (Lew, 
2011; Palmer, 2002); a mutual host-guest interest in learning about the other, often to 
the point of expressing private emotions concerning the other party (Conran, 2011; 
Mostafanezhad, 2013); a commitment to localized, context-based serendipity that 
respects the host’s environmental situation and perspective (Barr, Shaw, and Coles, 
	 6	
2011); and a belief that the existential tourist’s time is both more novel than the mass 
tourist’s (Rose, 2010) and as routine as the local host’s (Edensor, 2007). These are 
fundamental parts of an existentially authentic tourist encounter.  
 The concept of existential authenticity and its derivations have given rise to 
innovative research on tourist motivations (Bott, 2015; Brown, 2013; Freire-
Medeiros, 2009) but for the purposes of this paper existential authenticity provides 
clarity on the dimensions of the host-guest encounter. Existential authenticity revolves 
around a reciprocal relationship between tourist and local that is often omitted in 
discussions of the term. In an existentially authentic tourism experience the host does 
not simply go through the motions of “local” behaviors and attitudes or perform what 
tourists “expect” from him or her. An existentially authentic kind of encounter also 
means more than exceeding a tourist’s expectations for services rendered. Rather, 
existential authenticity means “active participation in bonding, friendship, identity-
seeking, and transcendence (self-transformation)” on the part of the host and guest 
(Kim and Jamal, 2007, p. 195) in a way that is demonstrable and impactful for both. 
Take one of tourism’s most significant features: its transient and fleeting nature. In an 
existentially authentic host-guest encounter transience is taken full advantage of. Brief 
time spent together means that tourists and hosts work to achieve small but not 
insignificant moments of intimacy (Conran, 2011; 2006; Mostafanezhad, 2013) that 
are often brokered through difficult physical challenges designed to improve body and 
mind (Rickly-Boyd 2012; Lew 2011), that ask guests to volunteer or labor alongside 
the host (McMorran, 2012; Sin, 2009), that involve mutual teaching or learning 
experiences (Chio, 2011), that require periods of mourning together (Buda, 2014; 
Hughes, 2008), and that even require mutual proselyting or witnessing (Durr, 2012; 
Rose, 2010). For Pons “even the most banal, mundane, depthless and fun aspects of 
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tourism have the potential to facilitate existential authenticity” (2003, p. 312) and I 
would add that this is the case for both guests and hosts.  
Existential authenticity arguably requires more effort and attention on the part 
of both the host and the guest in developing an authentic encounter and this means 
that questions surrounding who has the power and ability to authenticate places, 
experiences, and selves takes precedence over the characteristics of an already 
existing “authentic” tourism place or activity (Cohen and Cohen, 2012a). Cohen and 
Cohen describe the process of “hot” authentication that relates closely to existential 
authenticity when they argue that “”hot” authentication is an immanent, reiterative, 
informal process of creating, preserving and reinforcing an object’s, site’s or event’s 
authenticity. “Hot” authentication involves a high degree of commitment and self-
investment on part of the participants. It is an accumulative, self-reinforcing process: 
the performative practices by and between visitors help to generate, safeguard and 
amplify the authenticity of the visited site or event” (2012a, p. 1300). As compared to 
“cool” authentication—where tourist sites and experiences are “certified” as genuine 
and real by forces seemingly outside of host and guest control—“hot” authentication 
includes a fuzziness between “stage” and “audience” in the tourism encounter because 
guests are also “implicated in the proceedings” of the tourism experience (ibid., p. 
1304).   
If it is one of the aims of this paper to recuperate the host-guest relationality of 
existential authenticity, it is the primary goal of this paper to achieve this through a 
clearer picture of the scalar facets of the concept. Scale is one of the foundational 
ideas in geography, perhaps its most important term, and a cornerstone of the field. 
People use scale to categorize the world in to understandable units and geographers 
analyze and problematize these processes and categorizations. At this stage in the 
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term’s conceptual evolution it is accepted that scale is socially produced (Marston, 
2000; but see Marston, Jones III, and Woodward, 2005) though the fact that people 
and institutions create scalar units does not rob them of their importance in driving 
human life. Commonplace scale types include universe, world, region, city, 
countryside, and body, though there are many, many others. Events and circumstances 
expressed most clearly at one scale (for example, the downturn in tourism receipts in 
Egypt as a result of the Tahrir Square protests) also resonate and have effect on other 
scalar productions. The Occupy Central movement in Hong Kong and corresponding 
inbound tourism issues, for example, are frequently cited as being inspired by and 
comparative to the 30 June revolution in Cairo, demonstrating the bleeding influences 
that three different scales (the global, national, and the urban) have on one other.  
All this said, events and activities are not expressed in the same way across 
scales and this point has important implications for the paper’s argument. In the first 
place, existential authenticity is not produced equally through different scales. 
Existential authenticity—as a doing and feeling that is focused on the active and the 
multisensual—is better suited for analysis at the scale of the body, the street, the 
neighborhood, or the city than it would be at a universal, global, or regional scale. In 
this paper I consider how existential authenticity is produced through the “urban” 
(Ashworth and Page, 2011; Füller and Michel, 2014) and how the multidimensional 
tourist-host encounter relates to particular constructions of the city, urbanity, and 
urbanization.  
 Secondly, for as much effort is involved in capturing an existentially authentic 
moment it is also the case that there is no rulebook or blueprint for getting there. This 
point is neatly presented by Steiner and Reisinger when they state that “because 
existential authenticity is experience-oriented, the existential self is transient, not 
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enduring, and not conforming to a type” (2006, p. 303). Similarly, the tourist-host 
relationship is an unpredictable one and it requires compromise, understanding, 
empathy, and experimentation to attain existential authenticity. This can be a difficult 
undertaking because the “Self” is not a stable identity category in host-guest relations: 
“All (parties) are free to (Steiner and Reisinger, 2012, p. 311) define themselves, 
determine their own identity, discover their own meaning and respond to the world in 
their own way, not as others expect—claiming and exercising that freedom is the 
ultimate expression of existential authenticity” (ibid., p. 312). The urban scale plays a 
distinctive role in this serendipity through the ways in which tourists and hosts 
navigate extreme and abrupt changes to experiences like crowds, food choices, road 
conditions, vehicular traffic, pedestrian movements, weather events, loud sounds, 
aromas, tastes, and emotions.  
 Thirdly and relatedly, much like the tourist-host relationship, scale is not fixed 
and stable but unfolds and is malleable.  Scale is not a backdrop to human activities 
but actively shapes and is shaped by human and non-human activities (see Herod, 
2010). Scale is not only a representation of reality operating in the background of 
people’s lives but generates its own force through its discursive and imaginative 
dimensions. In connecting existential authenticity with the construction of 
geographical places Rickly-Boyd writes that “Place is recognized not as a static 
container of meaning that one enters into, but place is made through performance by a 
set of discourses and texts, bodies and objects, affects and precepts, technologies and 
mediums. Such a perspective on place also considers how and why our bodies are put 
into motion, emotion, and the context of embodiment, which can, therefore, offer 
further insight into notions of existential authenticity. Thus, common to performative 
perspectives of both place and authenticity is lived experience” (2013, p. 681). In an 
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urban inflected existential authenticity both the host and the guest are expected to 
“perform” the self in ways that imbue the city with meaning. In turn, the urban scale 
shapes host and guest identities through the existentially authentic tourism practices. 
As will be seen in the empirical section below, there is a sense of polysensory 
discovery on the part of both host and guest that reinforces the “city”-ness of the 
“back of the motorbike” tours. Additionally, in describing the multisensual, chaotic, 
and rich dimensions of the city, the host and guest are not only reinforcing the 
“urban” but use the tourism experience to build their urban based identities.   
Lastly, commentators have voiced concern over (on the one hand) a lack of 
tourism research conducted in and on cities and (on the other) a void in urban research 
undertaken through the lens of the tourism industry (Ashworth and Page, 2011, 
though see Judd and Fainstein, 1999). Argues Ashworth and Page in their overview of 
recent debates on the intersection of leisure and the city: “urban tourism research has 
received a disproportionately small amount of attention from scholars of either 
tourism or of the city” (2011, p. 1), while Füller and Michel argue that “the 
phenomenon (urban tourism) remains largely underexplored, both in research on 
tourism as well as in urban studies” (2014, p. 1305). The empirical section of this 
paper shows how the intersection of the urban “place” of Ho Chi Minh City and 
existential authenticity reveal their mutual constitution.  
Ho Chi Minh City: A City of Motorbikes 
Characterized as chaotic, “unruly and uncontrolled” (Harms, 2014, p. 224), 
with “heavy international flows of people and capital” (Hoang, 2011, p. 369), and 
“fast, dangerous, (and) reeking of sex and intrigue” (Edwards, 2003, p. xvii), Ho Chi 
Minh City, Vietnam (colloquially known as Saigon) is the study area for this paper’s 
empirical data. The city is a sprawling urban space that represents the lion’s share of 
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southern Vietnam’s urban population (and is the biggest city by population and land 
area in Vietnam), economic production, and cultural activities (Gainsborough, 2010; 
Luong, 2009).  
As in much of Southeast Asia, the most common form of private 
transportation in Ho Chi Minh City is the motorbike (Cresswell, 2014). Indeed, 
traveling through Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, one is awash in motorbike movement 
and becomes “besieged by motorbikes” (Truitt, 2008, p. 3) moving through urban 
space. These motorbikes carry all manner of people and things. Due to the disordered 
nature of Ho Chi Minh City traffic, outside observers often note that Vietnamese 
motorbike drivers seem to have a sixth sense when driving the city’s roadways. 
Relatedly, in Ho Chi Minh City and throughout Vietnam there are not the same rules 
and regulations regarding traffic safety as one usually sees in the West. Traffic lights 
are considered suggestions, sidewalks are seen as appropriate parking spaces, honking 
is ubiquitous and is not considered a last resort reaction to a serious situation, and the 
use of clickers/indicators is an afterthought. Says Truitt on motorbike culture in Ho 
Chi Minh City: “More so than any other form of motorized vehicle, motorbikes are 
appropriate for the scale of everyday life in urban Vietnam” (2008, p. 5).  
Recently, however, a new type of passenger has been introduced to trips on 
the motorbike: the overseas tourist. The last ten years have witnessed the rise of a 
large number of “back of the motorbike” tourism companies in Ho Chi Minh City that 
cater to foreign tourists who are interested in participating in what many feel is a 
quintessential urban Vietnamese experience in person. Zooming through the city 
holding on to their tour guide-drivers (called “xe ôm”, or “hug vehicle” in 
Vietnamese), tourists are exposed to the sights, smells, sensations, noises, and 
interactions of urban Vietnam first hand. And that is not all:  guide-drivers narrate the 
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city for them as they are riding along. These tours are characterized by small groups 
of tourists (a general rule of thumb is fifteen tourists or less per outing), extended 
tours (some run as long as six hours), their expense (the highest costs per tourist can 
reach one hundred USD including tip), and the intimate and one-on-one relationship 
that can be built between tourist and host-driver-guide. Options for tourists who wish 
to join a “back of the motorbike” tour include cultural tours, “Saigon by Night” tours 
that show off the city’s nightlife, food and eating tours, historical tours, and more. 
Motorbike guides are usually young Vietnamese, strong in their command of the 
English language (I know of no tour in this sector that is conducted in a language 
other than English), and who are regularly “tested” by business owners on their ability 
to drive while absorbing questions and conversing with their passengers. Officially, 
drivers must hold current tour guide and driver’s licenses. Some, though not all, of the 
“back of the motorbike” companies are insured in case of an accident. These tours are 
very popular options in Ho Chi Minh City and it is not overreaching to say that these 
tours have transformed the city’s tourism industry. For example, on the city’s 
Tripadvisor webpage—often considered the most popular English-language tourism 
website for reviewing tourism options and feedback from tourists—the top three 
“activities” in Ho Chi Minh City and six out of the top ten activities are “back of the 
motorbike” tours.  
Indeed, this manuscript’s methodological framework features content analysis 
of guest feedback from the top six Ho Chi Minh City motorbike tourism companies 
on TripAdvisor to go along with one-on-one interviews with tour guide-drivers and 
business owners from the same six companies. Interviews with company leaders were 
conducted at their offices while discussions with tour guides were handled during the 
tours and during meetings at coffee shops outside of work. I chose nine distinct tours 
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offered by these companies to “ride-along” as a participant observer/tourist, including 
on five different food tours, three city tours, and one historical tour. “Back of the 
motorbike” tourists were not interviewed during fieldwork because there was not 
ample time on the tours to explain my research interests, positionality, and set aside a 
discrete period for discussion. Informal conversation with other tourists during the 
tours does inform this research, however. For example, tourists’ collective enjoyment 
as they zipped through the city in part spurred me to consider the niche further.  
My identity as a tourism studies researcher and tourist is intentionally blurry 
in this paper. Although I explained to the tour company owners and guides that I 
research tourism at a university, I also insisted on paying my own way as a tourist 
without any special “favors” attached to my participation. I felt that if I were to be 
offered and accept complimentary invitations to join these tours I would be seen as 
favoring certain companies over others or taking advantage of my positionality as a 
tourism researcher to “game” the system. Moreover and as I have explained in a 
previous paper, there are palpable similarities between a tourism studies researcher 
and a tourist that lend themselves to this kind of “participatory” research; both 
researcher and tourist can be inquisitive, open-minded, and (arguably) interested in an 
pursuing existentially authentic encounter with their respondents and hosts, 
respectively (redacted, 2014).  
In speaking to the interview data accumulated, I engaged in conversations 
with motorbike tour guides about their job requirements, their likes and dislikes about 
tour guiding, and other prominent features of their work while I was a motorbike 
tourist and during more formal interview meetings. Similarly, interviews with 
company leaders followed a similar path in that I began with conversations with 
respondents about their personal histories in Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh City, and with 
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motorbikes before turning my attention to their interest in the tourism industry, their 
previous business experiences, and their sense of the motorbike tourism industry. I 
chose content analysis of feedback from motorbike tourism guests on 
Tripadvisor.com as a “stand-in” for not interviewing tourists themselves. Tripadvisor 
was chosen over other travel websites because it is one of the most popular travel 
websites in the world and has a significant customer feedback component. Research 
in Ho Chi Minh City was conducted in June, 2012, June, 2013, and June, 2014.  
Existential Authenticity in the city: Encountering Ho Chi Minh City 
Food, eating, and taste in the city 
 
“The girls (driver-guides) chat away the whole time filling in all the Districts we are 
going through and the restaurants and food are truly local and an absolute blast. 
Having to put everything in someone else's hands and then just going for it is so 
liberating and the food and the variety is amazing. If you have an ounce of adventure 
in you, and you are in Saigon, go for it!!! You will never forget or regret the 
experience. I doubt it could happen anywhere else in the world, but I am happy to 
stand corrected!”— Contributor from Auckland, NZ, 6 Jan, 2015, from 
Tripadvisor.com 
 
As shown from the above quotation, this unnamed contributor is exalting one 
of Ho Chi Minh City’s “back of the motorbike” tours in rarified terms. The 
description of encountering the city through a motorbike, hopping on and off to 
sample the local cuisine, and absorbing a unique adventure show off the industry’s 
otherworldly character. But the respondent’s quote also lends itself to thinking about 
how existential authenticity’s core features, its immersive and enriching facets, unfold 
in urban space. The girls “chat away the whole time”, suggesting that guiding is not 
necessarily work for them but is a fun and engrossing presentation that provides a 
way to teach and learn with guests. The “truly local” food demonstrates a more-than-
profit motivated effort taken to introduce the guest to hidden gems in the Ho Chi 
Minh City culinary landscape. In Sims’ research on the United Kingdom’s sustainable 
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tourism movement, he writes that “a greater sense of existential authenticity can result 
from the consumption of local foods because the imagery surrounding these foods can 
help us feel that we are connecting more deeply with the people and places that 
produced them” (2009, p. 333).  Ho Chi Minh City’s “foodie” tours similarly place 
gustatory perception at the forefront of the existentially authentic encounter.  
Additionally, having to put “everything in someone else’s hands and then just 
going for it” illustrates a high level of mutual trust and respect surfacing in a 
relatively short period of time between host and guest. This respondent clearly felt 
that—following Steiner and Reisinger in their discussion of existential authenticity—
the company and its guides were exerting substantial effort to share their interests, 
personalities, and identities with their new acquaintances.  “It is no one’s business to 
decide what constitutes authenticity for a host community except the local residents”, 
they write” (2006, pp. 312).  
Comments from Ngọc, a twenty-four year old female tour guide driver who 
started working at a “back of the motorbike” tour company in June, 2014, parallel this 
point when she explained how local restaurant stops on her company’s food tours 
enliven her engagement with guests: “I like to feed my guests. Some of my guests do 
not want to try but many will. Sometimes they ask me to try first, and that is okay. 
But I must say that I am tired of the food because I eat it every night. They understand 
that I am already quite bored of the food….” The mundane repetitiveness when 
stopping at the same eateries every night is matched by the enjoyment Ngọc feels 
when she uses chopsticks to assist the tourist in eating local food. In this quote the 
depth of the host-guest relationship arises from the act of giving, of seeing guests 
challenge themselves in order to absorb Ho Chi Minh City through its unique food 
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options.  Ngọc’s comments are also indicative of how the existentially authentic 
tourist-host relationship is built on mutual understanding.  
Another “back of the motorbike” tourist guest from Orinda, California, 
promoted the amount of food, its deliciousness, and then stated, “They (the guides) 
happily pushed our comfort zone…(and) if you want to pursue eating on the wild side 
these folks can deliver for you. So the food was spot on but we also enjoyed talking 
about their (guide) backgrounds and families in Vietnam plus their desire to travel and 
eat in other countries around the world” (16 November 2014). In this respondent’s 
case the food choices become a means to explore the host’s relationship to the world 
outside Vietnam and drive their aspirations to travel and inject themselves in local 
food cultures. This passage suggests that by putting one’s conventional dietary 
preferences on hold and placing trust in the “other” promotes a deeper understanding 
of Vietnam and its people. It also showcases how food drives a broader interest that 
both parties have in making friends, an activity explicitly mentioned by Wang as 
having roots in existential authenticity. He writes that “tourism makes it relatively 
easy for people to make new friends. The pleasure of tourism exists not only in seeing 
exotic things, but also in sharing and communicating this pleasure with other tourists 
who are seeing the same sights together” (1999, p. 365). 
What also arises from these discussions is the extent to which existential 
authenticity is a spatialized urban process. The time constraints of the tour intersect in 
interesting ways with the urban character of the tours. The spatial proximity of the 
various eateries is not readily available at other scales of analysis. For example, while 
the countryside or the rural scale may perhaps have fewer genetically modified foods 
or more regional speciality foods available, a suite of Vietnamese food options is only 
available in the country’s cities. The neighborhood scale does not afford an 
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opportunity to explore the different districts, wards, and associated food varieties 
available in the city. A regional food tour may offer visitors an in-depth and 
multifaceted trip but the time commitment required is a likely inhibitor that the city 
motobike tourism industry does not face. Relatedly, it is clear from the popularity of 
the motorbike tours that one of the sector’s attractions are the options available for 
many different types of consumer over a relatively short period of time. There are 
vegetarian options, options for kids, for seniors, for those with specific food allergies, 
and for people who are not adventurous with their food choices but who would like to 
ride on the back of a motorbike in Ho Chi Minh City.  
In response to a question I asked one motorbike tourism company owner about 
the growing number of stops on every food tour in Ho Chi Minh City, Dan responded: 
“The motorbike tourism industry is getting very competitive in Saigon. Before there 
were only a handful of us, but now there are over thirty motorbike tours and all of 
them have a food tour. We had to find new places to take the tourists because we are a 
late arrival (to the sector)”. These comments illustrate how the “city-ness” of the 
motorbike niche fuels its growth and competitiveness. The concentration of players 
who have the skill set, industry experience, and contacts to compete in this sector are 
likely a function of Ho Chi Minh City’s primacy in Vietnam. The extent of food 
options available (and at different price points) ensures there are enough sites to be 
shared among the industry players. It is even true that company managers who want 
to keep their guides happy can shift food establishments on their tours to mitigate 
boredom and oversaturation. In short, it is the urban scale that shapes the niche’s 




Participating in the visual and aural on the back of a motorbike 
 In the second section of the empirical discussion I concentrate on the 
intersection of emotions, relationships, and feelings as they are expressed in an urban 
setting. Specifically, evidence from the motorbike tourism industry shows that while 
the mixture of visual and aural stimuli is an attractive component of the industry’s 
appeal, the guests and drivers participate in and contribute to these moments in ways 
that cannot be separated from their urbanized inflections.  
 For example, one contributor on Tripadvisor from Singapore writes that “this 
(“back of the motorbike” tour) was…an excellent introduction for me to Ho Chi Minh 
as the tour goes to other districts outside of district 1 so I got to see things outside of 
the usual tourist district. The guides were not only informative and had a good 
command of (E)nglish, but were also willing to answer questions about HCM (Ho Chi 
Minh City) in general” (31 December 2014). We can gather from this passage that the 
contributor views the “off the beaten path” nature of the “back of the motorbike” 
experience to be more insightful and lively than conventional mass tourism which is 
centered on a more limited “tourist district” area. The visitor’s version of the city 
becomes geographically expanded beyond the commodified parts to the 
“uncommodified” periurban areas.  
The feedback also implies that this tour is not simply presented to guests, as 
other tours might, but is notable for the dialogic relationship that fosters learning 
between both host and guest. Another commentator on the Tripadvisor website 
mentioned that as a seventy one year old he/she had reservations about joining the 
tour. However, by the end of the trip some of his/her tour mates and guides told 
him/her that “every time I looked over at you, you had a huge grin on your face!” 
S/he added an imperative that readers of his/her feedback must “do it and enjoy every 
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moment” (Cooroy, Australia, 6 January 2015).  An affirmation that this 
commentator’s happiness is recognized and matters by fellow motorbike tour guests 
signals the degree to which tourists absorb other guests’ emotions and feelings when 
building their own. This point also links to Wang’s conceptualization of “self-
making”, or the process by which identity emerges out of the existentially authentic 
encounter (1999). He writes that “For many individuals, work and everyday roles 
impose constraining and monotonous routine in which individuals find it difficult to 
pursue their self-realization. If those individuals cannot realize their authentic selves 
in everyday life, then they are liable to turn to tourism or its adventure form in order 
to reach this goal” (ibid., p. 363). This is especially true, he continues, for those 
“traveling off the beaten path” (ibid.). To this point I would add that self-realization is 
not a singular aspiration but requires a variety of actors, institutions, and experiences 
to drive it. In the case of the motorbike tourism industry, it is the sense of the seeing 
and experiencing the streets outside of the downtown core and the visual cues 
communicated among guests and guides that facilitate self-making in the “back of the 
motorbike” tour.  
For Binh, a twenty six year old female motorbike guide who has worked in the 
local industry since 2011, the sounds of Ho Chi Minh City contribute not only to the 
guest’s understanding of the city but her own enjoyment of her workplace. When I 
asked her why she enjoyed taking tourists around the city, she tilted her head slightly 
toward me and raised her voice while she drove me down a main street. She explained 
that she is much happier working in the city than in her hometown. “Saigon is busy 
and crazy and fun. We are used to the honking and trucks and car noises but the 
tourists think it is crazy…I moved here from the countryside to study English and 
obtain my tourism license. I must admit I prefer the city to my hometown”. Later she 
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described a recent holiday she took to Singapore and Malaysia in stark terms: 
“Singapore and Malaysia are beautiful (countries) to visit but I find them a bit boring 
and quiet. (There are) many things to do in Saigon”. In Binh’s understanding the aural 
urban landscape translates to a truer and less contrived atmosphere than Vietnam’s 
neighbors have. She also makes specific mention of the city’s multisensory 
dimensions in contrasting Ho Chi Minh City to the ostensibly quieter and less 
magnetic parts of her hometown.  
 Tying particular sights and sounds to the power of an existentially authentic 
urban outing is indicative of the Tripadvisor feedback on motorbike tours. “Don't go 
with the air-conditioned couch”, one commentator remarked from Reigate, United 
Kingdom (23 November 2014). “These guys will give you an experience to remember 
and a far more in depth view of Saigon”. Another reviewer wrote that “We would 
100% recommend taking a tour with (tour company) for anyone staying in this 
immense city, as you get to see, smell, and taste the wonders that are found here!” (14 
November 2014). A guest from Washington, DC, provides feedback that expresses 
how the quest for existential authenticty is drawn from the urbanized aspects of the 
encounter. “I can't explain the wonderment of seeing the city from the back of a moto 
driven by a skillful driver. Saigon opens up, and the crowded streets - overwhelming 
when navigating on foot - become awash in neon and energy. The city positively 
pulsates at night and you are a part of it” (4 January 2015). Another commentator 
thought that he/she had “died and went to heaven (sic)” after ending a night on the 
back of a motorbike at a rock and roll club that “was loud, but having grown up in the 
70’s, we appreciated the band’s renditions of classics” from the era (6 January 2015).  
 In these tours the elements of risk, euphoria, and thrill are animated through 
shared sensory “overload” described by many Tripadvisor commentators. One of my 
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respondents, a Vietnamese-American tour owner, shared with me during an interview 
that “We want our guests to feel like they are in a movie being narrated by a friend 
(on a motorbike tour)” (Hiếu). His comments reflect how he wishes to capture the 
unique sights and sounds of urban Vietnam—including those from the narrator 
guides—and how these are most experientially realized on a motorbike.  
Maintaining Safety in the City 
 Journeying from a country that uses four-wheeled vehicles as its primary form 
of transportation to one that relies on two-wheeled vehicles can be a jarring 
occurrence. Riding on a motorbike, with ones body exposed to the elements, crowds, 
and unfamiliar traffic patterns, creates a great deal of anxiety and fear over safety on 
tours. If the previous sections describe the serendipitous and exhilarating sides of the 
urban leisure experience, this section shows that there is also a demand on the part of 
guests and guides to make trips safe. Here I show that the guest-host quest for an 
urban-based experiential authenticity walks the knife’s edge between the demand to 
enhance the five senses with a need to couch the encounter in mutually agreed upon 
caution and restraint (see Palmer, 2002). Wang’s discussion of the joint nature of 
these tasks resonates here when he argues that “the existentially authentic tourism 
experience is not only a result of seeing sights of socially constructed importance but 
also about collectively performing and experiencing the journey” (1999, p.683). In the 
case of the motorbike tours, both the host and the guest assume a shared mixture of 
risk and caution that generates trust and confidence in the Vietnamese guides’ ability 
to navigate city roads, and correspondingly to manage host-guest relationships.   
 One of the ways that many of the motorbike tours focus on making the trip 
“authentic” in ways that transcend both the chaos of the street and the conservatism 
that characterizes much of the vehicular operation in the Western world is through the 
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inclusion of motorbike insurance and helmets on tours. Motorbike insurance controls 
for the urban disorder apparent to guests, reassures them that their trip will be fun and 
safe, and arguably strengthens the host-guest relationship through a symbolic 
commitment to tourist wellbeing. During an interview Hiếu forcefully made the point 
that “We want our guests to feel safe and it (having motorbike insurance) is a selling 
point”. A glance at the websites of the top-rated motorbike tourism companies reveals 
that all of them refer to their insurance packages to ensure a protected journey for 
their guests. Furthermore, there is imbued in the guides a sense of personal ownership 
over the tour because motorbike companies require their guides to own their personal 
motorbikes. Companies pay for maintenance and drivers receive monthly allowances 
for petrol and oil, but with only a few exceptions the guides purchase motorbikes with 
their own money. Having a personal financial stake in their motorbikes can translate 
to better driver awareness and caution during the drive.  
 Helmets are the most visible adornment conveying a safe driving environment 
in Ho Chi Minh City. On any given evening commuters witness small throngs of 
motorbike tour groups traversing the city with company names emblazoned on each 
helmet. Như, a driver-guide who has worked on and off for different motorbike 
companies since 2012, explained a ritual she goes through with tourists in order to set 
them at ease during their trip. “I make it (putting on the helmet for the guest) in to a 
game. Not many foreigners know how to put on a helmet, really. So we put them on 
(the guest) after each stop.  We fix the strap for them. After that we put our own 
helmets on. At the end of the night our guests want to take them (helmets) home as 
souvenirs”. The fleeting, wordless, and warm moments when the guide exhibits his or 
her skills and friendliness to assist the guest epitomizes the idea of existential 
authenticity. In essence, guests are invited in to drivers’ mobile “homes” with all of 
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the ease and close physical proximity that comes with a comfortable sense of place. 
Amidst the intensity and often depersonalized environment of a massive urban area 
like Ho Chi Minh City, these kinds of encounters carry a degree of attachment that 
can be lost on most mass tourism trips.  
Reviewers also comment on how the “family friendly” atmosphere that 
permeates these tours is shaped by a collectively understood commitment to safety for 
all guests. One commentator wrote about the high degree of care they experienced on 
their tour:  
“With our youngest child 9 years old I was apprehensive about safety, but the 
skill and caution of the riders allayed my fears and he was thoroughly spoilt with 
attention from the lovely staff. We were lucky to have a balmy clear night as we 
zoomed around the different districts of Saigon, including amusing and informative 
stops to discuss the city with our tour leader. A big thank you to (guide name) who 
showed her excellent traffic negotiation skills with a 90 kg passenger whilst happily 
chatting to me all night. It is evident that the staff enjoy their work and the fun 
interactions really added to the experience for us” (7 January 2015).  
 
In these passages the commentator shows that guide skills at safely driving a 
motorbike represent more than a commitment to physical safety: they are a means for 
guests to determine whether a high quality and enriching experience has been 
achieved. In expressing thoughts about the traffic, good weather, and the unique 
regions of Ho Chi Minh City, the city catalyzes the kinds of authenticity this family is 
seeking. And it is clear that this commentator feels that his/her family has a range of 
different, unique needs that must be tailored to. There are nerves associated with the 
safety of their child, there is a question as to whether body weight inhibits driver 
abilities, and the family wishes to interact with the guides on a personal and familiar 
basis.  
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Furthermore, the scale of the city presents itself in other passages concerning 
safety. Specifically, the city is seen as a space to be respected, feared, and reckoned 
with. One commentator from Sydney disclosed in a lengthy post that  
“I'm not a very adventurous traveller and I usually plan things ahead rather than be 
spontaneous about it so I can anticipate when things go wrong. But for this particular 
trip I decided to leave it at the hands of (tour company). And I'm happy I made that 
decision with this company. They look after me really well from the moment I arrived 
at the Ho Chi Minh airport and back. Riding a motorbike is really not a familiar 
ground to me so I was really worried on how safe it is. But the moment I jump in, I 
felt safe and I ended up enjoying the whole 5 hours ride. What was important would 
probably be the rider checking your level of familiarity with the motor bike so he 
could provide a proper orientation before starting the journey. Then having all the 
safety gear would surely settle down your worries quite easily” (sic, 10 July 2014).   
 
In this excerpt the guest relates to the motorbike as a means of transportation in Ho 
Chi Minh City but also as a lens in to the personality of its people. The vehicle serves 
as a proxy for the generosity and reassuring spirit of the city’s citizens. For this guest 
the overwhelming feelings surrounding the urban experience are offset in 
personalized and intimate ways through the presentation and activities on the back of 
a motorbike. In these statements the commentator illustrates how his/her experience 
on a motorbike tour is marked by its urbanized imprint.  
Conclusions 
In this paper I have narrated the “back of the motorbike” tourism industry in 
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, to demonstrate how studies of existential authenticity 
require analysis at geographical, scalar levels in order to better understand the 
concept’s underpinnings and value to tourism studies. Viewing existential authenticity 
through the lens of the urban scale shows that existential authenticity is not just an 
idea or a concept but a process that unfolds geographically. The anonymous, chaotic, 
generalized, and often overwhelming “Southeast Asian city” is familiarized in 
motorbike tourism, transforming Ho Chi Minh City from a depersonalized abstraction 
in to a localized, comfortable, fun, and safe place to experience beside host-guide-
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drivers. At its most basic, this paper shows that if “place matters in existential 
authenticity” (Rickly-Boyd, 2013, p. 683) it also matters in particular places and at 
scales like the urban.  
As mentioned earlier, existential authenticity begs for more empirically driven 
work at different scales to fill out the concept and relate it to place and scale-based 
activities. One scale that demands further attention is the body. As many tourist guests 
ask for more from their tours, as they come to expect their “state of Being” to be 
enhanced (Wang, 1999, p. 352), their physical bodies to be tested (Lew, 2011), and 
their relationships with hosts to be genuine, interesting, and meaningful (Conran, 
2011), work on how scale and the leisure experience intersect (and how each builds 
on the other) must keep pace. This is perhaps more pressing for research conducted 
outside of the “Global North” (Cohen and Cohen, 2012b) and specifically in Asia, 
where tourism is enjoying a surge in revenue yet the conventional markers, theories, 
and patterns of the industry are being thrown in to question (ibid.).  
This paper has also elucidated the host-guest relationship in the production of 
urban experiential authenticity. The sense of community is expressed in the sharing of 
food, contributing to the city’s sensory highlights, and in collectively assuming risk-
averse strategies for a more relaxed motorbike experience. In these ways this paper 
has sought to complicate the stereotype that guides “produce” an authentic tourism 
experience and guests “consume” it. Further research on how experiential authenticity 
works out geographically when both the host and guest are producing place would 
further tourism studies as well as extend geography’s conceptualizations of scale and 
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